In their contemporary encounter with Muslims, Jews and Christians have much to discuss. Theologically, it is commonly argued that Islam is more similar to Judaism There are those religious believers who are not prepared to forget about the past, just as there are those who prefer to forget. For the latter, the baggage of the past makes no sense. They hold, for example, that the search for simple certainties is mistaken and unethical and that theological and ideological questions, such as seeking truth, serve to (at best) confuse and (at worst) abuse memory and identity. Of course, it may well be that their view is correct, but it does not necessarily follow that passing over the past is a constructive way to form memory and identity.
Commemorations of past events help preserve a sense of historical continuity, identity and even social integration. Collective memory contains a strong conservative force furnishing a community with a sense of historical continuity. However, a preoccupation (some might call obsession), with the past may be harmful. The memory of a founding event that is recollected and re-enacted may become a danger if it results in a negative identity and self-understanding, especially if becomes the only or primary lens through which reality and the changing world is viewed. A consequence of hybrid identities is that people regularly cross boundaries that divide insider from outsider, thus blurring identity boundaries that were previously more clearly defined. In the process change occurs and because people have to readjust and redefine who they are, their identities can become fragile. It is no easy task to redefine one's identity, the fragility of which can lead to prejudice as a defensive mechanism. The reaction against rapidly shifting boundaries of identity, especially when one or more identity is 'perceived' to be under threat inevitably leads to an over-rootedness in one's identity and a subsequent decrease in a desire to engage in dialogue with the 'Others. personal faith is at the heart of religion is often a Protestant Christian emphasis.
Equally, however, outsiders often assume that Christians possess or at least declare such a faith when many, in fact, do not.
Israel
Nowhere is the subject of peace and understanding, or perhaps more realistically, violence and misunderstanding, more evident than in the Middle East, and more discussed than in the tea rooms and coffee parlours of Jerusalem and Tel Aviv as well as Ramallah and Bethlehem. Following Jewish tradition, the Pope placed a written prayer in a crevice of the Western Wall. The short typed prayer with an official seal read:
God of our fathers, you chose Abraham and his descendants to bring your Name to the Nations. We are deeply saddened by the behaviour of those who in the course of history have caused these children of yours to suffer, and asking Your forgiveness we wish to commit ourselves to genuine brotherhood with the people of the Covenant. Israelis are surely right to recognise that their country must remain armed whilst there is the danger of renewed aggression from neighbours or regional superpowers. Iran's threat to 'remove Israel from the map of the world' serves to reinforce this outlook.
Israelis are possibly right to hold onto territorial gains until wide-ranging peace is agreed; but in the end there will be no security for Israel until mutual grievance is replaced by mutual trust. To win the peace, Israel needs not only to make territorial concessions, as it did by returning Sinai to Egypt (1979) and by leaving Gaza (2005) .
It must also strive to build bridges of understanding and friendship, between ordinary Israelis and Palestinians in particular and Arabs in general. If there is a desire for peace on both sides, the first condition of its attainment has been achieved. There is, however, a second condition, which has been severely tested in recent decades. Winning the peace requires compromise and concessions on all sides. This is not a call for pacifism. As William Ralph Inge said, 'It is useless for the sheep to pass resolutions in favour of vegetarianism while the wolf remains of a different opinion.' 21 At the root of the problem is a clash between two peoples laying claim to the same land. This is neatly illustrated by the following apocryphal story told to me in the Arab market in Jerusalem some years ago:
There were two brothers. Each owned half a field, but each wanted the half he did not have and neither would give up his half. They called in a rabbi known for his wisdom. He lay down with his ear to the ground under a tree in the field and appeared to fall asleep. After a time the brothers grew impatient, complaining that the rabbi was wasting their time. But he told them that he had been listening to the ground. It had told him that neither of them owned the ground. It owned them. And one day, he said, they would be inside it.
The conflict will not be resolved in the long term by military means, but only by political compromise and territorial concession. To an outsider it seems obvious what ought to happen -limited autonomy must evolve into independence and eventually into a federation of states, initially consisting of Israel, Palestine and Jordan, leading perhaps to an economic community of Middle Eastern States.
At some points in the future, morality and expediency will coincide and Israelis and Palestinians will have the opportunity to bring peace to the region. It is in Israel's self-interest to make peace as the vast of majority of Jews recognise. The state of Israel survived and flourished because it was able to withstand decades of attacks. It won the military battles. Its future survival now also depends on winning the peace.
The debate about the place of Israel will continue in the future for God-knows how long. Unless we intend to carry on talking at each other during and beyond our lifetimes as in the story I told earlier, we need to change our course -listening to each other's views with generosity would be a good place to start. 21 William Ralph Inge, Outspoken Essays, First Series (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1919) .
